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WHY WE NEED MORE FIBER

Residents of Kansas City, Mo., 
who subscribe to Google Fiber’s 
high-speed broadband service 

should soon have the ability to use 
their connections to borrow popular 
software programs from the local 
library. They will use remote desktop 
software to connect to a central server 
running software programs.

“By giving people a certain period of 
time they can use [the programs], you 
can get [the programs] to a maximum 
number of people,” explains David 
LaCrone, digital branch manager 
for the Kansas City Public Library. 
“It’s analogous to what you do in a 
computer lab with public computers.” 
The software lending library will be 
part of the library’s existing technology 
training and digital literacy program.

LaCrone expects strong demand 
from people who need to use certain 
software programs only occasionally or 
who can’t afford software. 

FIBER IS CRITICAl
“The service was designed to run on 
a fiber network,” observes LaCrone. 
“It won’t work well with a standard 
Internet connection.”

If a resident doesn’t have Google 
Fiber, however, there will be an 
option to use the software at a local 
library. As part of Google’s deal with 
Kansas City, local libraries and other 
anchor institutions are getting gigabit 
connectivity.

The library hopes to begin offering 
access to three popular programs – 
Microsoft Office, Adobe Photoshop 
and a video editing program (probably 
Adobe Premiere) – around the time 
schools reopen. 

Photoshop and Office were chosen 
because of their popularity. “Photoshop 
[isn’t just] a productivity application; it’s 
an entertainment application and can 
be good for workplace development,” 
observes LaCrone. 

The video editing program was 
chosen because it “will push the system 
to its limits,” LaCrone notes. The video 
editing program also will be part of an 
educational program that will send a 
local videographer to local schools to 
teach students how to use the software.

According to LaCrone, the library’s 
plans conform to the terms of its 
software license agreements because 
only one user will be able to use each 
copy of the software at a time. “If it 
works as well as we expect it to, we 
would want to expand significantly 
with more licenses for more products,” 
comments LaCrone.

Library card holders who want to 
use software from the lending library 
will reserve time slots online, using an 
interface currently under development 
that will link to the existing patron 
database for authorization. 

The software lending library got its 
start earlier this year when the library 
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demonstrated the ability to use Adobe 
Photoshop installed on a remote server. 

“We manipulated pretty large, 30 to 
40 megabyte images,” recalls LaCrone. 
“It worked as well as on [a person’s] 
own machine. And if you have an 
older machine for which handling of 
large files may be difficult, it may even 
perform better because our machine 
will be new and shiny.”

The demo helped the library 
win $15,000 from Mozilla Ignite, a 
challenge hosted by Mozilla and the 
National Science Foundation as part 
of the US Ignite initiative that aims to 
encourage new broadband applications. 
The library is using the funding to 
develop the online reservation system 
for the software lending library. 

The library is also developing 
a procedure to initiate the remote 
desktop session. One approach might 
be to send the user an email containing 
a unique URL that will open up the 
session at the reserved time.

Another issue yet to be resolved is 
where the central server will be hosted. 
“We’re exploring the possibility of 
getting hosting donated,” comments 
LaCrone. 

If the software lending library is 
successful, the Kansas City library aims 
to share the technology with other 
public institutions in communities with 
high-speed fiber. LaCrone notes, for 
example, that libraries in Chattanooga 
are considering leveraging the work the 
Kansas City library has done to offer a 
similar capability. 

However, although Chattanooga is 
a gigabit community, it does not have 
as many residential users with high-
speed connectivity as Kansas City does. 
Accordingly, Chattanooga envisions 
end users’ going to a computer lab 
with high-speed broadband to borrow 
software electronically. v

Joan Engebretson is a Chicago-based 
freelancer who has been writing about the 
telecom industry since 1993. She can be 
reached at joanengebretson@cs.com.

The Kansas City Public Library offers many computer resources today and will provide access to a software lending library beginning this fall. 

Library card holders will be able to check out 
software for limited time slots, either from their 
home computers – as long as they have gigabit 
access at home – or in the library.


